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      For you, Faithful Reader.

      Cheesy as it sounds — still true.

      Thanks for sticking around

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The Chairman never shouted if he could help it. Uttering something in a calm and civil tone made it sound all the more threatening.

      “You utter imbecile,” the Chairman said in a low and rumbling register.

      The lackey before him was a mid-level manager, and a mid-level member of Earth First. The Chairman hadn’t bothered learning his name. It might not be needed much longer.

      The man cringed. “Sir, I apologize. We were tracking the vessel when it simply … vanished.” He said this last part with a shrug meant as some sort of absolution.

      “It never arrived at Taggart’s moon?” the Chairman asked, quietly.

      “No, sir,” the man said.

      “There was no detonation?”

      A pause. “No, sir. We would have detected something from the sensor arrays in the lightrail hubs. There wasn’t so much as a blip. The vessel checked in at one of the hubs a couple of months ago, and then it was gone. It should have arrived at the moon by now, but there’s been no sign of it. I have hundreds of operatives combing data to discover what could have happened. Another vessel left that hub a few days ago and has reported nothing by relay. Our investigation is hampered, sir, by the delay of having to send probes to the hubs.”

      “I am familiar with the limitations of communication over light years.”

      The Chairman opened a small wooden box on his desk. This was real wood, from the days of wild tree growth, not the artificially bred and grown trees from one of the arbor museums. It was an antique, handed down from one Chairman to the next in an unbroken line. It had held everything from cigars to human fingers, in its time — some of the former Chairmen were not as cultivated as he. For his turn with the box, he had chosen to fill it with butterscotch candies in bright yellow wrappers.

      He took one of these and slowly unwrapped it, then popped it in his mouth. It was the only sweet he allowed himself. It was delicious.

      “You have 24 hours to find that vessel, or to otherwise confirm that both Taggart and Corey have perished.” The ice in the Chairman’s voice would mean many sleepless nights for the middle manager. What few remained.

      “Yes, sir,” the middle manager said. He turned and left the Chairman’s office without another word and with no need for dismissal.

      The Chairman sucked on the hard candy and thought about Taggart and Corey. Mostly he thought about Taggart. Corey was a nuisance, a blister on the heel. His absence had not gone unnoticed, of course. The media had picked up the story of the poster child of Earth First boarding a colony vessel, and for months there had been cheeky stories and jibes directed at the organization.

      The Chairman had ordered that all of this be ignored. No comment, no reaction. In decades past he had found that the best approach to bad press was to wait and let it run its course. In time it would fade, because in time no one would remember who Corey was.

      Vid stars? Please. They had no lasting impact on the world. They were pretty faces who could temporarily hold the attention of an audience riddled with ADHD. Given time, everything about this story would fade from memory, replaced by rumors of another celebrity having sex with a dolphin or something.

      Taggart was the real problem for Earth First.

      His plan was interesting, the Chairman was forced to admit. Taking control of the lightrail network would mean owning all of the colonies, and having the power to evict the alien shrubs for good. These ridiculous peace treaties and cultural exchanges could stop, then. The Esool would be at the mercy of Taggart.

      But Taggart was not a purist. He was a legacy in Earth First, but also something of an enigma. His ancestors, over a hundred years ago, had picked up the pieces after the destruction of the First Colony vessel, coming to power (and not a small amount of wealth) by taking on the technology developed by John Thomas Paris and his team, developing it into the first generation of colony vessels. It was because of the Taggart family that humans were able to leave Earth.

      And yet, the Taggarts were among the founding members of Earth First — an organization with the clearly stated goal of preventing colonization. For almost two centuries the Taggart family had walked the line between enabling colonization and rallying for its destruction. The previous Chairmen, indeed all previous generations of Earth First leaders and members, had questioned the Taggart commitment and resolve over the years. But the money …

      It always came back to the money. In perhaps the greatest of ironies, the organization that nearly killed the colony program at its birth was built on money made from colonization.

      The Taggarts were the largest financial contributors for Earth First, and always had been. Without their funding, the organization simply would never have existed. It was their initial funding that earned the Taggarts a place in the leadership of Earth First. A Taggart had always been at the helm.

      There had long been a suspicion, in the upper echelons of Earth First, that the Taggarts had funded the organization and the sabotage of First Colony as a means of hostile takeover, to seize all of the patents and technology that the Paris team had exclusive access to.

      The prevailing sentiment that the Earth was overcrowded, that the only hope was to spread humanity among the stars, had helped to draw millions to the side of colonization. Taggart Industries made billions from accommodating that movement.

      For those who saw colonization as an end to civilization, Taggart industries made equally as much profit by supplying stasis technology to keep the wealthiest alive for long stretches of history. They also supplied equipment used in industry and manufacturing, household appliances, recreational technology, and pre-fab housing for lower income areas. Taggart — the current Taggart — was rich and powerful specifically because everyone was his customer.

      The Chairman admired this, though he’d never admit it. The few times he’d met Taggart, the man seemed genuinely brilliant, as had his father and grandfather. There was something impressive about brilliance of that sort, though it made Taggart a notoriously difficult man to control.

      Now Taggart had meticulously designed a hostile takeover of the lightrail —the very system his family had helped to build, the nervous system of the colonies. Left undisturbed, Taggart would have likely become an emperor.

      But for now he was simply missing.

      Missing was a good start, but confirmed dead was preferable.

      The Chairman touched the surface of his desk and there was a chirp to indicate an open comm. “Rudford,” the Chairman said quietly.

      “Yes, sir,” Rudford said, equally as quiet.

      “I want every bit of data that exists regarding Taggart’s moon.”

      “You’ll have it within the hour,” Rudford said before disconnecting.

      The Chairman liked Rudford. He was a frightening man of the sort that used to dominate history. In another time, Rudford might have been a Napoleon, or perhaps an Attila. He could lead by ruthlessness, if he chose. Which was why the Chairman had chosen him, and had a small explosive device implanted in the man’s brain. His sociopathic tendencies could be useful, but it wouldn’t do to allow him to roam unchecked. Still, for all of that, Rudford did not seem to mind his enforced servitude. He thrived in it, actually. He took enormous pleasure in being second in command. Someday he might make a wonderful Chairman.

      Until then, Rudford would serve, and within an hour the Chairman would have all the information he needed to start finding leverage within Taggart’s own organization. He would own Taggart’s moon, soon enough.

      He would own the means to shut down the lightrail forever.
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        * * *

      

      Alan was frustrated with the results.

      Moments before, the man on the exam table had been in the thrall of the Current — a living creature that appeared to be made of pure energy. That was amazing. It was incredible. And at the moment, it seemed to be over.

      The patterns had all changed. There was suddenly no sign of the Current’s influence at all. The man was now just himself — one more wealthy colonist stranded on this world.

      Stranded by me. He shook his head, trying to stay focused on the work instead of the mistakes.

      It was bad enough that the Current seem to have vanished. Adding to the frustration, for Alan, was the fact that the secondary waveform — the one implanted in the man while he slept in stasis— was also gone. Alan had put that waveform there, and for weeks now he had worked day and night, under guard and in captivity, to discover a way to reverse the damage he’d done. This was the first sign that it was possible, and Alan had no idea how it happened.

      The former host had no memory of what had happened over the past few days or weeks. He was dazed, a little dehydrated, and kept referring to the “strange dream” he’d been having. He wasn’t clear on details, and nothing he said was of much help to Alan.

      It was clear that the Current was no longer present in either the host or in the room. Alan’s working theory, at the moment, was that the Current had somehow absorbed the foreign waveform before leaving the man behind.

      That was exciting news, because if that was true, the Current could be the key to returning all of the colonists to normal. It was also frightening, because, removing the waveforms would effectively kill all of the First Colony personalities.

      That was the greatest irony. Alan started all of this, set this series of events into motion, specifically to restore those personalities and redeem the man accused of killing them all.

      John Thomas Paris — the man known to history as “the murderer of worlds,” among other less flattering titles — had been a close friend to Alan’s father. In fact, Alan’s real name was John Thomas Alan, named in honor of his father’s best friend.

      Alan had successfully executed a plan that took over a hundred years to complete, overcoming the uncertainty of a century of advancement and cultural evolution to achieve his goal. And it had worked. His father, Louis Alan, now lived again, in the body of a man named Taggart.

      But he could never have predicted this twist. To fix the chaos and destruction he had caused, he would commit the very crime for which Uncle John — Thomas, Alan reminded himself — had been accused.

      Thomas saw his friends and colleagues murdered in a terrorist attack, and was then wrongfully imprisoned, sentenced to death for the crime. He had survived in stasis over the past century because of Alan’s plan. Now he would see his friends die all over again.

      What sort of monster had Alan become? What would his father think?

      Alan looked around the lab. There were others in the room. Guards, mostly. Two of the guards were constant companions these days. Somar, the Esool captain, had ordered that Alan remain under constant watch. Alan accepted that. In the end, Somar had shown Alan a tremendous mercy by letting him live, and by letting his father work alongside him. True, his father currently resided in the body of Taggart …

      Alan froze. His father. In Taggart’s body.

      He’d left the lab nearly half an hour ago, acting a bit strange. Maybe a little dazed.

      Alan turned sharply toward the door, taking an involuntary step toward it. The guards, alert to his sudden movements, drew their weapons and ordered him to stand back, to put his hands up.

      Alan was just about to explain — about his father, about Taggart, about his sudden new theory — when there was a tremendous explosion somewhere in the colony. The lab shook, and people stumbled and fell from the shockwave of it. Alan managed to keep himself upright by holding on to the edge of the examining table, where the former host was wailing and covering his head with his hands.

      Whatever that was, it was big, Alan thought. With a sudden dread, he realized that there was only one thing in the budding new colony that would have enough stored energy to cause an explosion of that size.

      “We have to get to the Citadel tower!” he shouted, and ran for the door of the lab. The guards regained their footing and came after him, weapons drawn. Alan wasn’t sure if they were going with him to investigate, or trying to arrest him for fleeing. They could be taking aim, about to fire molecular disruption disks into his back, putting him out of the colony’s misery once and for all.

      He’d know soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      Mitch woke in a fit of coughing. A thick cloud of dust and smoke obscured everything — for a disorienting moment his addled brain thought he was coming out of stasis. He coughed again, felt the ragged and burning pain in his lungs, and reality came rushing back.

      The wedding.

      Reilly!

      He rolled onto his side and saw her there, laying on the ground, partially covered in debris, smoke curling in tendrils over her.

      His heart pounded as he crawled toward her, fear chilling him and constricting his lungs even more than the smoke was doing, making it even harder for him to breath. It couldn’t be this way. Not after everything. Not after surviving on that platform, after surviving the crash on this world. To lose her here, now, in this way …

      She groaned and coughed, and Mitch felt himself come to life. He suddenly had the energy to get to his feet, to reach for the debris covering her and hoist it away. In moments he had her in his arms, and was struggling to get her away from the smoke and dust. It was hard to see. Smoke mingled with tears in his eyes.

      She groaned again as Mitch set her safely on the ground, near a copse of trees acting as a filter to all the smoke. He checked her pulse, which felt strong, and tried to wake her. “Reilly? Reilly are you ok? Baby, can you hear me?” Again she groaned. He checked her for injuries and found deep bruising on her left side and arm. There was a knot forming on her forehead. She’d taken a pretty serious hit. Mitch, worried, knew he had to find a doctor. Looking back through the swirling mess of smoke and drifting ash at the base of the Citadel tower, he realized that a lot of people would need help.

      His instinct was to rush toward the wreckage, to take charge, to organize a rescue effort. For the first time in his life, however, his emotions overwhelmed his instinct. He couldn’t leave her. He couldn’t. He had to stay. He had to … he had to …

      “Help,” someone said weakly.

      Mitch looked to see Janet struggling to her feet. He only hesitated a second, looking at Reilly once more, making sure she was breathing, that she was fine. He got to his feet and rushed to Janet’s side.

      She was a little scraped up, but seemed ok. He helped her stand, guiding her to where Reilly lay beneath the trees. As he did, he spotted Thomas laying on his back among the rubble. He was unconscious, but Mitch caught sight of his chest rising and falling. That was good. Thomas would be ok. Thomas was the king of ok.

      Mitch started to move again but stopped in his tracks, his hand on Janet’s arm.

      “Oh my God,” Janet said, seeing what had caught Mitch’s attention.

      Somar, the Esool captain, had been thrown backwards by the blast. He was sprawled on a pile of debris. A large shaft of jagged metal was jutting through his chest.

      Mitch glanced at Janet, who was already pulling away. “Go,” she said.

      He gestured toward Thomas. “Someone needs to get him out of there,” he said. “Are you steady enough to get some help, organize a response team?”

      She nodded, and Mitch ran to Somar’s side.

      Somar moved slightly as Mitch approached. “Captain,” Mitch said, kneeling beside him.

      “Mister … Garrison,” Somar said, then sputtered and coughed.

      “Captain, don’t try to talk. Don’t move. I have to get some help. You’re badly injured.”

      “It is quite serious,” Somar said. “But I can seal the wound.” He sounded weak, but determined. Mitch leaned back and watched as the wound did seem to seal around the debris. “Mister Garrison, if you will be so kind as to remove the debris, I …” he coughed a few times, wincing. “I have stopped the bleeding.”

      Mitch was dubious, but didn’t want to argue. He had heard the rumors of the Captain being able to heal himself, after Jack and his crew attacked him. He’d also heard the stories about the Esool — that they could heal their wounded in battle. There were stories of humans fighting their way onto Esool ships, leaving the wounded enemy in their wake as they made their way to the bridge of the vessel, only to find themselves surrounded in a corridor they thought they had cleared.

      That was before. That was the enemy. This was Somar. His friend. His Captain.

      Mitch gripped the shard of metal, and counting to three for Somar’s benefit, he yanked hard and pulled the metal free.

      Somar gasped and cried out, and the blood immediately began to flow in green rivulets from the wound, down Somar’s side. Mitch instantly regretted removing the shard. He took off his shirt and waded it into a ball, pushing it onto Somar’s chest to help staunch the bleeding.

      “I … fear the damage was worse than my first assessment,” Somar said weakly.

      “I think you could be right,” Mitch said, trying to smile. It was forced, and he wasn’t sure it inspired any confidence. “Captain, is there anything I can do? I heard about the events by the river. Do I need to get you to water?”

      Somar shook his head. “I’m afraid … “ he winced, “… the injury may be too grave … for that to be effective,” he said, struggling.

      “What can I do? How can I help?”

      Somar smiled. “You can tend to others, Mister Garrison. Ensure that as many survive … as possible,” and with that the Captain closed his eyes.

      Mitch felt an instant of panic, and reached to feel Somar’s pulse.

      Did the Esool even have pulses? Did they have carotid arteries? Would it be in the same place?

      To his relief, Mitch felt a thready pulse in the alien’s neck, close to where Mitch had expected it to be.

      Passed out, Mitch thought. Just passed out. Good.

      But worse things could be on their way if Somar didn’t receive immediate medical attention. Mitch looked up to see Janet and some others carrying Thomas and another survivor out to the tree line. “Janet!” Mitch cried. “Find Doctor Michaels, fast!”

      Janet turned, and was holding her side as she took in what Mitch was saying. She nodded and ran in search of the doctor.

      Mitch knew that Doctor Michaels was the busiest man in the colonies these days, and today would be his busiest yet. There would need to be more help, to get through this. Mentally Mitch made a list of all the personnel he knew who had medical training. It wasn’t a long list. Some of the White Collars would, of course, and there seemed to be an endless array of doctors among the First Colony personalities.

      Reilly, he suddenly thought, a flood of worry for her suddenly filling him to the point where he could think of nothing else. He glanced to where he’d left her, and saw a Blue Collar by her side, making sure she was cared for.

      Good, Mitch thought. He was going to have to leave her for a while in order to help others. They needed set up a triage for the injured, organize rescue teams, get things in motion because … because …

      He couldn’t think. Normally, in a crisis, he could mentally plan every step. Now, though, worry for Reilly filled his brain, leaving little room for anything else.

      As Dr. Michaels and another medic arrived to tend to the Captain, Mitch told Janet to get some people started on building a triage. He would have to leave the details to her. He had someone else to tend to, and she was the most important person in the world right now.

      Maybe ever.
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        * * *

      

      Penny awoke to the smell of ozone and barbecue. She nearly vomited, once she realized the cause of the smell. Corey had been lifted into the air, held aloft by some strange power wielded by Edward. The same Edward who had shared space in her head for the past few weeks. Corey, in his struggle to escape, had reached out for a cable, and the whole room had gone up in a burst of light.

      The room was a disaster now, filled with smoke and roiling mounds of slag metal and scorched wiring. There were small fires everywhere. She and Taggart had used a large piece of equipment for cover, and that was now a ruin of twisted and blackened metal.

      She had some scrapes and bruises, and a couple of small burns, mostly on her arms. She was a bit banged up. The last time she felt like this, she’d taken a pretty nasty tumble after losing her grip on a cliff face on Fellor’s Colony. Her safety line had saved her from dying, but had done nothing to protect her from being slammed into the cliff wall, sliding down and hitting every jagged edge until she was jerked to a rib-crushing stop. The bruises had taken months to heal. These were worse.

      She wobbled to her feet, leaning against the large piece of equipment for balance. She finally noticed Taggart, coming to with a large piece of metal across his legs. She moved to help him, and when she tried to leverage the metal off he cried out.

      “I … I’m pinned pretty good,” he said, gasping.

      Penny looked closer, trying to peer under the debris. “Are your legs ok? Can you feel them? Wiggle your toes?”

      Taggart winced and grunted. “Yes,” he said. “Not the most pleasant thing I’ve done, however.”

      Penny couldn’t help the small smile that broke on her face, and she glanced to make sure Taggart wasn’t looking.

      He was. But his look was strange. He seemed pleased with her, as if he was glad she got his joke, glad she enjoyed it, glad just to have her here.

      This was not the Taggart she knew.

      The Taggart she knew only used humor to influence and manipulate people, to create good will when he needed something. People laughed with him because they felt doing otherwise would lead to being crushed by the man. He wasn’t one, in her experience, to try to break the tension, to keep things calm, to show some small bit of emotion as a means of connecting with someone. He was more like Corey — willing to use any means necessary to get people to do what he wanted.

      Corey, she thought.

      She stood, looking around the edge of the machinery, trying to see the spot where, moments ago Corey had been floating, held aloft by the strange energy emitted by Edward.

      “Dead,” Taggart said from his place on the floor. “He couldn’t have survived. That much energy would have turned him to atoms. The other one …”

      “Edward,” Penny said absently.

      “Edward,” Taggart said, and Penny thought she sensed a softness in his voice. “He must have died as well.”

      Penny looked at the spot a moment longer, then nodded and turned back to Taggart. “We have to get you out of this,” she said.

      “You might have to go find help,” Taggart suggested. “I think it’s going to take more than just the two of us.”

      That was kind, Penny knew. Before, he would have said “more than you.” He would have looked at her with disdain, thinking of her as a weak girl, not a capable woman. He would not have respected her, would not have considered her useful.

      She was just about to speak, to say she would go find help, when there was the sound of a young voice from the other side of the machine.

      “I can see it,” the voice said.

      Penny turned and leaned outward, around the edge of the machine, looking cautiously in case something else was about to go wrong.

      She saw Edward, floating above the floor by at least two feet. He was surrounded in a nimbus of crackling energy. He was bright — enough so that it hurt to look at him. He had not been there a few seconds ago.

      “Edward?” Penny said.

      Edward didn’t move. Instead he stared upward, toward the scarred and burnt ceiling. He was turning slowly, his head moving in an arch, his hands at his side. He was seeing something, though Penny wasn’t sure what it could be.

      “I can see it all,” Edward said.

      “What, Edward? What do you see?”

      The nimbus of energy faded until Edward was easy to look at. Soon he looked — what exactly? Normal? As normal as it was possible to look when you’re a young boy floating above the floor.

      He turned to Penny. “The paths are beautiful. There are too many to count.”

      Penny nodded. She wasn’t sure what to make of this, but since Edward suddenly seemed more lucid and rational than he had while hitchhiking in her brain, she took that as a very big positive for once.

      “Are you ok?” she asked.

      Edward said nothing.

      “What happened to Corey?” she asked.

      “Cowboy was going to hurt you.”

      Cowboy. Penny had called Corey that as a parting shot before boarding a shuttle to the colony vessel. That seemed so long ago. Years, instead of weeks. She had thought she was being clever, but now she saw she was lighting a fuse. Corey had done the unthinkable, following her here. He planned to hurt her, for certain. He planned to destroy her.

      Edward knew all of this, of course, being part of her mind after Alan had …

      What? What had Alan done? Where was he? Was he ok? Penny couldn’t remember anything clearly. She had a vague memory of him falling, maybe from a building or from a shuttle, and she had grabbed him. Her instincts had kicked in, from hundreds of hours of climbing rock faces, and made her act. She had grabbed him and held on until he could climb back to safety.

      She could remember all of this a little like remembering a dream. The details were lost, and everything after that was dark and hazy.

      “The man is trapped,” Edward said, and suddenly he was gone. “I can help him,” she heard him say, and she spun around to find him behind her.

      Penny gasped. How had he done that? How was he doing any of it? He’d gone from being a voice in her head to being a  … what? A real boy, she thought, but also something more. What was he?

      Edward raised his hands slowly, and Taggart gave out a cry of pain. There was the sound of wrenching metal, and Penny watched as the debris slowly rose into the air, freeing Taggart’s legs

      Penny wasted no time, and rushed to Taggart’s side to help him roll away and scoot to safety. The pile of metal then slowly lowered back in place.

      “What the hell just happened?” Taggart breathed. He was gripping one of his shins, wincing from pain.

      Penny shook her head, wide-eyed. “I have no idea,” she said. Edward was something more than she’d expected. She still somehow felt him, like a light vibration in the back of her mind. Or maybe that was more like a phantom limb — a tingling sense of where he used to be.

      She wasn’t sure about that, or about anything, except that Edward was more than human. And she couldn’t decided if it made her feel afraid or, somehow, proud.
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      There was a lot of noise, and it was waking Thomas up — a big no-no for a Sunday.

      Sundays were his days to sleep in, to take his time getting to the day, to eventually, gradually roll out of bed and check his phone for the latest news, the newest status updates, the top-rated videos. But only when he was ready. Noise was not permitted. He’d have to …

      He’d have to …

      “He’s in critical condition, but we just have nowhere to move him. A separate tent is the best we can do, for now. Get those new patients straightened out. Tend the light wounds first. Don’t look at me like that, I know protocol. But we have precious few resources here. Stabilize anyone in critical condition, then focus on dressing small wounds and getting those people up off of their butts and in line to help!”

      That was weird. That voice was familiar. It was someone Thomas knew, but couldn’t quite piece together how he knew. Doctor … Michaels? That was it. Kind of a salty old guy. He had one arm in a sling. He was …

      Thomas groaned, and finally opened his eyes. He was in a tent, which fluttered above him in a breeze. The sounds that had awoken him closed in now, as if the tent were collapsing around him. He saw that he was surrounded by makeshift beds and operating tables, and each was filled with wounded colonists.

      He tried to sit up, but someone put a hand on his shoulder to settle him back.

      “Take it easy,” Doctor Michaels said. “You’ve been unconscious for the past hour or so. Bad bump to the head. Ease back into it. But don’t take too long, we need all hands.”

      Thomas was obliged to obey. He had a splitting headache, and his neck felt a little wrenched. He was having trouble remembering what happened just before he blacked out.

      The wedding.

      He tried to sit up again, and managed to get to his elbows. “What happened?” he asked, panicked.

      “Explosion,” Doctor Michaels said as he finished bandaging a Blue Collar’s arm. Once finished, the Blue Collar raced away, presumably to help, and Doctor Michaels busied himself with another patient.

      Thomas squeezed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He rubbed his eyes, and tried to relax and let the headache fade and his sore neck muscles unclench, trying to will the headache and pain to subside. It wasn’t working.

      “What about the others?” he finally asked.

      “Some were killed. Some are critically injured. Your friends, Mitch and Reilly, they’re ok. Reilly is still unconscious, or was when I last saw her. Mitch Garrison is refusing to leave her side. Which is a shame.”

      “Why a shame?”

      Doctor Michaels looked up, as if he were surprised that Thomas hadn’t figured it out by now. “I need him. The whole damn colony does.”

      Thomas understood. “Somar … is he …?”

      Michaels shook his head. “No, not dead. But bad.”

      So Mitch was the ranking officer, and the colony needed him to take charge. Someone had to step in, give orders, keep the rescue effort going.

      One more rescue effort, Thomas thought. One more explosion. More injured. More dead. How much more of this can we take? How much more can we survive?

      Thomas stood, shrugging off Doctor Michaels and then looking around the room. “Where is Mitch?” Thomas asked.

      The Doctor pointed with his good hand before turning back to finish his work.
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        * * *

      

      Mitch watched Reilly’s chest rise and fall. He couldn’t look away. It was as if he were keeping her breathing by his own sheer will, and if he let his focus shift she’d be gone. He wasn’t going to move from that spot until she was awake and responsive.

      The were in the triage tent, surrounded by dozens of wounded, with more stumbling in all the time. Some were assisted. Most had pulled themselves free. Mitch knew that there were others, trapped and struggling. He knew he should go. He knew that he should get things organized. But instead he sat. He watched Reilly breathe.

      “Mitch.”

      Mitch turned to see Thomas. He stood, staring at Reilly for a moment, then back at Mitch.

      “She’s hurt,” Mitch said, keeping his voice calm.

      “Yeah,” Thomas said.

      Mitch looked back to Reilly, but his mind was now on something else. He knew why Thomas was here. He knew what that look was for. He knew he was needed.

      “You should do it,” Mitch said.

      From behind him, he heard Thomas inhale deeply. A sigh, maybe. “I can’t, Mitch. You know that. I’m an outsider here. No rank. Some of them might take orders from me, and maybe that would help. But it’s not like I’m part of the ECF or anything. I’m not even part of the government here.

      “You, though … you’re the ranking officer. The people dealing with this, they’re your people. Everyone who can be effective at helping the hurt and getting things set back to rights, they’re all your people. They’ll listen to you, without hesitation, and jump when you tell them they have to. Even if they listen to me, I’m just a White Collar to them. They’ll waste time. People will die when they could have been saved.”

      Mitch laughed, bitter. “That’s already happened.”

      “Don’t let it keep happening.”

      Mitch nodded. He knew Thomas was right, of course. Knew it, like he knew his own name, like he knew the engines of a shuttle, like he knew the inside of a stasis pod. Still …

      Reilly moved. Mitch suddenly sat up in his chair, and Thomas stepped in beside him. Reilly stirred on the table and finally, slowly, opened her eyes. Mitch felt like he might sob.

      “Mitch,” she said, her voice small and scuffed sounding.

      Mitch laughed, but felt warmth and wet in his eyes. Thomas also laughed, and put a hand on Mitch’s shoulder.

      They explained the mess, the explosion and the aftermath. Mitch waited for Thomas to say something, to hint that it was time to leave, time to go lead. But to his credit, he said nothing.

      It was Reilly who spoke.

      “You need to go,” she said.

      Mitch, caught off guard, shook his head. “No … no I need to be here.”

      “Come on,” Reilly said. “Since when? I married the guy who would be out there right now, making sure everyone was taken care of. You need to go.”

      Mitch was confused, then a little angry. He started to open his mouth, probably just to stick his foot in, he knew. But he caught himself. What was really holding him back? Reilly was right. Thomas was right. The Blue Collars were the best qualified to help in this situation, but they needed someone out there coordinating their efforts, making tough calls, giving orders and direction. Right now, everyone was doing the best they could, but they weren’t working as a team. Not yet. Mitch knew exactly what they needed. He knew what he needed.

      He needed to go.

      He turned to Thomas, but was holding Reilly’s hand. “I’m going,” he said.

      Thomas nodded. Reilly squeezed his hand, when he looked she was smiling. “That’s my guy,” she said, and then drifted back to sleep.

      Mitch would have moved a mountain after that, if she just hinted she wanted him to.

      Which was good. Because as he stood, as Thomas promised he would keep an eye on her, moving a mountain — one made of smoldering and twisted metal — was exactly what Mitch was preparing to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alan was doing his best, but there were trust issues. In an emergency, it seemed, a lot of things could be forgiven and forgotten. But not completely, and not all at once.

      The guards were still with him, still watching him, but had apparently decided he was needed out here. It may have had something to do with Somar being in critical condition, and everyone else being more or less out of commission.

      Alan helped with some of the rescue effort before realizing there had to be a better and safer way. They were man-handling chunks of debris out of the way, pulling people free as gingerly and safely as they could. But the work was going too slow.  The volume of debris, the weight of it and its instability, were forcing them to move at a pace that might cost lives.

      Alan knew that he wasn’t much use as muscle. They needed every bicep they could get, of course, but short of just throwing himself into the physical effort there had to be a way he could help in a more effective manner. He was thinking about this, and about the hazards of the work in which they were engaged, when a thought suddenly occurred to him.

      “I think we can use one of the repulsors,” Alan said out of the blue.
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